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 Some Basic Properties of English 
Syntax

1.1 Some Remarks on the Essence of Human Language

 One of the crucial functions of any human language, 
such as English or Korean, is to convey various 
kinds of information from the everyday to the 
highly academic. Language provides a means for 
us to describe how to cook, how to remove cherry 
stains, how to understand English grammar, or how 
to provide a convincing argument. We commonly 
consider certain properties of language to be key 
essential features from which the basic study of 
linguistics starts.

The first well-known property (as emphasized by Saussure 
1916) is that there is no moti- vated relationship 
between sounds and meanings. This is simply 
observed in the fact that the same meaning is usually 
expressed by a different sounding-word in a different 
language (think of house, maison, casa). For words 
such as hotdog, desk, dog, bike, hamburger, cran- 
berry, sweetbread, their meanings have nothing to 
do with their shapes. For example, the word hotdog 
has no relationship with a dog which is or feels hot. 
There is just an arbitrary relation- ship between the 
word’s sound and its meaning: this relationship is 
decided by the convention of the community the 
speakers belong to.

The second important feature of language, and one more 
central to syntax, is that language makes infinite use 
of finite set of rules or principles, the observation of 
which led the de- velopment of generative linguistics 
in the 20th century (cf. Chomsky 1965). A language 
is a system for combining its parts in infinitely many 
ways. One piece of evidence of the system can be 
observed in word-order restrictions. If a sentence is 
an arrangement of words and we have 5 words such 
as man, ball, a, the, and kicked, how many possible 
combinations can we have from these five words? 
More importantly, are all of these combinations 
grammatical sentences? Mathematically, the number 
of possible combinations of 5 words is 5! (factorial), 
equalling 120 instances. But among these 120 
possible combinations, only 6 form grammatical 

English sentences:1

1. (a)- The man kicked a ball.

1Examples like (1e) and (1f) are called ‘topicalization’ 
sentences in which the topic expression (the ball 
and the man), already mentioned and understood 
in the given context, is placed in the sentence initial 
position. See Lambrecht (1994) and references 
therein.

b. A man kicked the ball.

c. The ball kicked a man.

d. A ball kicked the man.

e. The ball, a man kicked.

f. The man, a ball kicked.

 All the other 114 combinations, a few of which are 
given in (2), are unacceptable to native speakers 
of English. We use the notation * to indicate that a 
hypothesized example is ungram- matical.

(1) a. *Kicked the man the ball.

a. *Man the ball kicked the.

b. *The man a ball kicked.

 It is clear that there are certain rules in English 
for combining words. These rules constrain which 
words can be combined together or how they may be 
ordered, sometimes in groups, with respect to each 
other.

 Such combinatory rules also play important roles in 
our understanding of the syntax of an example like 
(3a).2 Whatever these rules are, they should give a 
different status to (3b), an example which is judged 
ungrammatical by native speakers even though the 
intended meaning of the speaker is relatively clear 
and understandable.

(2) a. Kim lives in the house Lee sold to her.

a. *Kim lives in the house Lee sold it to her.

 The requirement of such combinatory knowledge 
also provides an argument for the assumption that 
we use just a finite set of resources in producing 
grammatical sentences, and that we do not just rely 
on the meaning of words involved. Consider the 



[3]

STUDY NOTES FOR BANK AND OTHER EXAMS 

Write us : content @mahendras.org myshop.mahendras.orgwww.mahendraguru.comwww.mahendras.org

examples in (4):

(3) a. *Kim fond of Lee.

a. Kim is fond of Lee.

 Even though it is not difficult to understand the 
meaning of (4a), English has a structural re- 
quirement for the verb is as in (4b).

 More natural evidence of the ‘finite set of rules and 
principles’ idea can be found in cognitive, creative 
abilities. Speakers are unconscious of the rules 
which they use all the time, and have no difficulties 
in producing or understanding sentences which they 
have never heard, seen, or talked about before. For 
example, even though we may well not have seen 
the following sentence before, we can understand 
its meaning if we have a linguistic competence in 
English:

(4) In January 2002, a dull star in an obscure constellation 
suddenly became 600,000 times more luminous than 
our Sun, temporarily making it the brightest star in 
our galaxy.

 A related part of this competence is that a language 
speaker can produce an infinite number of 
grammatical sentences. For example, given the 
simple sentence (6a), we can make a more2 Starting 
in Chapter 2, we will see these combinatory rules. 
complex one like (6b) by adding the adjective tall. 
To this sentence, we can again add another adjective 
handsome as in (6c). We could continue adding 
adjectives, theoretically enabling us to generate an 
infinitive number of sentences:

(1) a.   The man kicked the ball.

b. The tall man kicked the ball.

c. The handsome, tall man kicked the ball.

d. The handsome, tall, nice man kicked the ball. e. . . . 

 One might argue that since the number of English 
adjectives could be limited, there would be a dead-
end to this process. However, no one would find 
themselves lost for another way to keep the process 
going (cf. Sag et al. 2003):

(2) a. Some sentences can go on.

a. Some sentences can go on and on.

b. Some sentences can go on and on and on.

c. Some sentences can go on and on and on and on. e. 
. . . 

 To (7a), we add the string and on, producing a 
longer one (7b). To this resulting sentence (7c), we 
once again add and on. We could in principle go on 
adding without stopping: this is enough to prove that 
we could make an infinite number of well-formed 
English sentences.3

 Given these observations, how then can we explain 
the fact that we can produce or under- stand an infinite 
number of grammatical sentences that we have 
never heard or seen before? It seems implausible to 
consider that we somehow memorize every example, 
and in fact we do not (Pullum and Scholz 2002). 
We know that this could not be true, in particular 
when we consider that native speakers can generate 
an infinite number of infinitely long sentences, in 
principle. In addition, there is limit to the amount of 
information our brain can keep track of, and it would 
be implausible to think that we store an infinite 
number of sentences and retrieve whenever we need 
to do so.

 These considerations imply that a more appropriate 
hypothesis would be something like (8):4

(3) All native speakers have a grammatical competence 
which can generate an infinite set of grammatical 
sentences from a finite set of resources.

 This hypothesis has been generally accepted by most 
linguists, and has been taken as the subject matter of 
syntactic theory. In terms of grammar, this 
grammatical competence is hypothesized to 
characterize a generative grammar, which we then 
can define as follows (for English, in this instance):

 Think of a simple analogy: what is the longest 
number? Yet, how many numbers do you know? The 
second question only makes sense if the answer is 
0–9 (ten digits).

 The notion of ‘competence’ is often compared with 
that of ‘performance’ (Chomsky 1965). Competence 
refers to speakers’ internalized knowledge of their 



[4]

STUDY NOTES FOR BANK AND OTHER EXAMS 

Write us : content @mahendras.org www.mahendraguru.com myshop.mahendras.orgwww.mahendras.org

language, whereas performance refers to actual 
usage of this abstract knowledge of language.

(5) Generative Grammar:

 An English generative grammar is the one that can 
generate an infinite set of well-formed English 
sentences from a finite set of rules or principles.

 The job of syntax is thus to discover and formulate 
these rules or principles.5 These rules tell us how 
words are put together to form grammatical 
phrases and sentences. Generative grammar, or 
generative syntax, thus aims to define these rules 
which will characterize all of the sentences which 
native speakers will accept as well-formed and 
grammatical.

1.2 How We Discover Rules

 How can we then find out what the generative rules 
of English syntax are? These rules are present in the 
speakers’ minds, but are not consciously accessible; 
speakers cannot articulate their content, if asked to 
do so. Hence we discover the rules indirectly, and 
of the several meth- ods for inferring these hidden 
rules, hypotheses based on the observed data of 
the given lan- guage are perhaps the most reliable. 
These data can come from speakers’ judgments – 
known as intuitions – or from collected data sets – 
often called corpora. Linguistics is in one sense  an 
empirical science as it places a strong emphasis on 
investigating the data underlying a phe- nomenon of 
study.

 The canonical steps for doing empirical research can 
be summarized as follows:

 . Step I: Data collection and observation.

 . Step II: Make a hypothesis to cover the first set of 
data.

 . Step III: Check the hypothesis with more data.

 . Step IV: Revise the hypothesis, if necessary.

 Let us see how these steps work for discovering one 
of the grammar rules in English, in partic- ular, the 
rule for distinguishing count and non-count nouns:6

 [Step I: Observing Data] To discover a grammar 
rule, the first thing we need to do is to check out 

grammatical and ungrammatical variants of the 
expression in question. For example, let us look at 
the usage of the word evidence:

(10) Data Set 1: evidence

a. *The professor found some strong evidences of 
water on Mars.

b. *The professor was hoping for a strong evidence.

 In generative syntax, ‘rules’ refers not to ‘prescriptive 
rules’ but to ‘descriptive rules’. Prescriptive rules 
are those which disfavor or even discredit certain 
usages; these prescribe forms which are generally 
in use, as in (i). Meanwhile, descriptive rules are 
meant to characterize whatever forms speakers 
actually use, with any social, moral, or intellectual 
judgement.

(i)  a. Do not end a sentence with a preposition.

b. Avoid double negatives.

c. Avoid split infinitives.

 The spoken performance of most English speakers 
will often contain examples which violate such 
prescriptive rules.

 Much of the discussion and data in this section are 
adopted from Baker, C.L. (1995).

c.  *The evidence that John found was more helpful 
than the one that Smith found. What can you tell 
from these examples? We can make the following 
observations:

(11) Observation 1:

a. evidence cannot be used in the plural.

b. evidence cannot be used with the indefinite article 
a(n).

c. evidence cannot be referred to by the pronoun one.

 In any scientific research one example is not enough 
to draw any conclusion. However, we can easily 
find more words that behave like evidence:

(12) Data Set 2: equipment

a. *We had hoped to get three new equipments every 
month, but we only had enough money to get an 
equipment every two weeks.
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b. *The equipment we bought last year was more 
expensive than the one we bought this year.

 We thus extend Observation 1 a little bit further:

(13) Observation 2:

a. evidence/equipment cannot be used in the plural.

b. evidence/equipment cannot be used with the 
indefinite article a(n).

c. evidence/equipment cannot be referred to by the 
pronoun one.

 It is usually necessary to find contrastive examples 
to understand the range of a given observation. For 
instance, words like clue and tool act differently:

(14) Data Set 3: clue

a. The professor gave Jonatthan some good clues for 
the question.

b. The student was hoping for a good clue.

c. The clue that John got was more helpful than the one 
that Smith got.

(15) Data Set 4: tool

a. The teacher gave John some good tools for the 
purpose.

b. The student was hoping for a tool.

c. The tool that Jones got was more helpful than the one 
that Smith got.

 Unlike equipment and evidence, the nouns clue and 
tool can be used in the test linguistic con- texts we set 
up. We thus can add Observation 3, different from 
Observation 2:

(16) Observation 3:

a. clue/tool can be used in the plural.

b. clue/tool can be used with the indefinite article a(n).

c. clue/tool can be referred to by the pronoun one.

 Step II: Forming a Hypothesis] From the data and 
observations we have made so far, can we make 
any hypothesis about the English grammar rule 
in question? One hypothesis that we can make is 
something like the following:

(17) First Hypothesis:

 English has at least two groups of nouns, Group 
I (count nouns) and Group II (non- count nouns), 
diagnosed by tests of plurality, the indefinite article, 
and the pronoun one.

 [Step III: Checking the Hypothesis] Once we have 
formed such a hypothesis, we need to check out if it 
is true of other data, and also see if it can bring other 
analytical consequences.

 A little further thought allows us to find support for 
the two-way distinction for nouns. For example, 
consider the usage of much and many:

(18) a. much evidence, much equipment, information, 
much furniture, much advice

b.  *much clue, *much tool, *much armchair, *much 
bags

(19) a. *many evidence, *many equipment, *many 
information, *many furniture, *many ad- vice

b.  many clues, many tools, many suggestions, many 
armchairs

 As observed here, count nouns can occur only with 
many, whereas non-count nouns can com- bine with 
much. Similar support can be found from the usage of 
little and few:

(20) a. little evidence, little equipment, little advice, little 
information

b.  *little clue, *little tool, *little suggestion, *little 
armchair

(21) a. *few evidence, *few equipment, *few furniture, 
*few advice, *few information

b.  few clues, few tools, suggestions, few armchairs

 The word little can occur with non-count nouns like 
evidence, yet few cannot. Meanwhile, few occurs 
only with count nouns.

 Given these data, it appears that the two-way 
distinction is quite plausible and persuasive. We 
can now ask if this distinction into just two groups 
is really enough for the classification of nouns. 
Consider the following examples with cake:

(22) a. The mayor gave John some good cakes.
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b. The president was hoping for a good cake.

c. The cake that Jones got was more delicious than the 
one that Smith got. Similar behavior can be observed 
with a noun like beer, too:

(23) a. The bartender gave John some good beers.

b.  No one knows how to tell from a good beer to a bad 
one.

 These data show us that cake and beer may be 
classified as count nouns. However, observe the 
following:

(24) a. My pastor says I ate too much cake.

b.  The students drank too much beer last night.

(25) a. We recommend to eat less cake and pastry.

b.  People now drink less beer.

 The data mean that cake and beer can also be used 
as non-count nouns since that can be used with less 
or much.

 [Step IV: Revising the Hypothesis] The examples 
in (24) and (25) imply that there is an- other group 
of nouns that can be used as both count and non-count 
nouns. This leads us to revise the hypothesis in (17) 
as following:

(26) Revised Hypothesis:

 There are at least three groups of nouns: Group 1 
(count nouns), Group 2 (non-count nouns), and 
Group 3 (count and non-count).

 We can expect that context will determine whether a 
Group 3 noun is used as count or as non- count.

 As we have observed so far, the process of finding 
finite grammar rules crucially hinges on finding 

data, drawing generalizations, making a hypothesis, 
and revising this hypothesis with more data.

1.3 Why Do We Study Syntax and What Is It Good for?

 There are many reasons for studying syntax, from 
general humanistic or behavioral motivations to 
much more specific goals such as those in the 
following:

 . To help us to illustrate the patterns of English more 
effectively and clearly.

 . To enable us to analyze the structure of English 
sentences in a systematic and explicit way.

 For example, let us consider how we could use 
the syntactic notion of head, which refers to the 
essential element within a phrase. The following is 
a short and informal rule for English subject-verb 
agreement.7

(27) In English, the main verb agrees with the head 
element of the subject. This informal rule can 
pinpoint what is wrong with the following two 
examples:

(28) a. *The recent strike by pilots have cost the country a 
great deal of money from tourism and so on.

 b. *The average age at which people begin to need 
eyeglasses vary considerably.

 Once we have structural knowledge of such 
sentences, it is easy to see that the essential element 
of the subject in (28a) is not pilots but strike. This is 
why the main verb should be has but not have to 
observe the basic agreement rule in (27). Meanwhile, 
in (28b), the head is the noun age, and thus the main 
verb vary needs to agree with this singular noun. It 
would not do to simply 7The notion of ‘subject’. 
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